
GEOLOGIC TIME SCALE

The Earth is more than 4.5 billion years old and such a large interval of time can be 
difficult for the average person to comprehend. Although there is not a direct record of 
most of this past geologic time, earth scientists have indirect evidence of what took 
place in the past in the record of the earth's rocks. Some of these rock records are lost 
and others are jumbled, but many remain, providing accounts of the astonishing events 
that have taken place in the life of the earth. Geologists can reconstruct these events by 
combining studies on the origins of rocks (petrology) and rock layering (stratigraphy) 
with the evolution of life (paleontology). Using key fossils found in rock layers as 
markers, scientists can identify rocks of the same age throughout the world. From these 
studies, a relative geologic time scale based on the sequence of rock layering was 
established. 

 

This geologic time scale consists of segments of time represented by recurring geologic 
events such as mountain building and sea level changes. Geologists have used these 
time segments to divide the earth's history into broad time spans known as Eons and 
Eras and shorter spans known as Periods and Epochs. Major discontinuities in the 
geologic and fossil records are chosen as boundary lines between the different time 
segments. For example, the boundary between the Cretaceous Tertiary periods marks a 
sudden mass extinction of species the included the dinosaurs. More recently, a 



radiometric time scale, based on the natural radioactivity of the chemical elements in 
rocks, has been developed through the use of modern quantitative experimental 
techniques. Using these techniques, absolute ages can be assigned to some parts of 
the geologic time scale. For example the Cretaceous-Tertiary boundary represents a 
time approximately 65 million years ago. 




